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S
pring, the classic season for farm and garden work, is why

everything that can be done at other times should be done

then to avoid overload. Outdoors hardy flower and

vegetables should be sown now on well-prepared and well-

drained ground; it isn’t cold that kills seedlings, it’s excessive

damp. I make use of raised beds for this purpose and I cover

them with a sheet of glass for a week or two to protect from

heavy rain until germination begins. 

First and second sowings of all the usual cool weather plants

should be done now, since lettuce, snow peas, fava beens,

carrots, parsley, as well as many traditional flowers are happy

with an early start; as are poppies, allisum, calendula, nigella,

flax, stock; the list goes on. Ideally these seeds should be sown

where they are to flower so they are not disturbed by moving

them later.

Warm weather vegetables must be started indoors:

tomatoes, peppers, eggplants, and slow growing herbs such as

lavender, thyme, and rosemary. These imports from central

America and the Mediterranean need at least 25ºC to

germinate which implies a heated area. A greenhouse with

electric heat cables is ideal but failing that the top of a hot water

tank works well. Seeds need warmth, moisture and somewhere

to poke their roots in order to germinate, after which they will

need light and a lower temperature to encourage slower,

stronger growth. 

The bane of gardeners raising plants from seed is a fungal

infection prosaically called ‘damp-off’. Fungal spores in the soil

that also respond to warmth and moisture will begin to

multiply on the stems of tiny seedlings causing them to rot and

kneel over, sometimes in a matter of hours. The way to avoid

this is by using a sterile soil mix and good ventilation.

Germinating seeds need warmth and water but that does not

mean humid tropical conditions where every surface is

dripping with mold. Do not cover seed pots and trays for more

than a few hours and always try to arrange for a gentle flow of

warm dry air over the plants to discourage fungal growth.

Which brings us to the most important item of all, the soil. 

In 1906 a London philanthropist by the name of John Innes

donated his entire estate for research into what he considered

the most important medium on earth, the soil. The John Innes

Institute is now over one hundred years old and has produced a

huge amount of valuable information for farmers and

gardeners around the world, and it’s free for the asking. For

germinating seeds the John Innes researchers created a series

of mixes for different types of plants based on a very simple

formula. One part loam, one part peat moss, and one part clay,

with a tiny amount of lime to reduce acidity. The loam was (and

still is) produced by mixing top soil with well rotted compost

The peat moss added a second organic component to absorb

and hold water, and the clay or grit provided a stable filler for

the release of micro-nutrients. 

Nowadays there is a huge range of proprietary ‘soil mixes’

based on the John Innes formulas for sale in every garden

center and grocery store. Many of them are simply bags of

peatmoss with a fancy label sold at an exorbitant price in a

black plastic bag so you cannot see what you’re buying. It is far

better to make your own. For germinating seeds some well-

rotted compost, peatmoss with a handful of lime thrown in, and

grit if you can get it, will work very well. Vermiculite (expanded

mica) is very popular these days as a substitute for peat moss

and grit because it is light, clean and will absorb water without

getting wet. It is also expensive. Perlite, another expanded

mineral, does not absorb water so is only usefull as a

lightweight filler. Only after transplating will young plants

require additonal nutrients such as well-rotted manure and

compost with a handful of blood and bone meal mixed in. At

this stage fungi are no longer a problem and all the plant craves

is food, water and sunshine—whatever that is.

It is getting late now to plant trees because the buds will

soon begin to grow rapidly before the roots have had time to

develop. Late-planted trees should be pruned to reduce the top

growth and well-watered in early summer. This is also the last

opportunity to prune roses if you want them to flower before

July or August. I prune mine in winter and then use this season

to make minor corrections for damaged or irregular shoots.

Prunings of apple, cherry, peach and forsythia make wonderful

bouquets for the dining table.

Bacon & Nettle Lasagna
Prep time about 20 minutes. Cooking time 45 minutes. Serves

4. Preheat the oven to 350ºC.

• About ½ kilo fresh lasagna (or dried if need be)
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• water, oil & salt for cooking

• 6-8 rashers of good quality bacon

• a large bunch of fresh nettle tops

• 1 medium onion, chopped

• 2 tbsp butter  •  2 tbsp flour  

•  1 cup half and half cream

• salt, pepper, nutmeg  

•  1 cup grated parmesan cheese

Add salt and oil to about 4 litres of water, bring to a boil and

add the lasagna. Cook until al dente (5 minutes), rinse in cold

water and set aside still in the water. Meanwhile, fry the bacon

until crisp but not burnt, pat dry. Fry the chopped onion in the

bacon fat until transparant. Steam the nettle tops with a

minimal of water until softened and place in the blender with

the onion, cream, flour, salt, pepper and nutmeg. Blend until

fairly smooth. 

Butter the base of your favourite baking dish and spread a

layer of nettle sauce. Put one layer of lasagna over this and one

layer of cooked bacon. Repeat the exercise twice more ending

with a top layer of lasagna. Sprinkle with grated parmesan

cheese and bake for about 30 minutes until golden.

Serve with red wine, fresh bread from the same hot oven,

and a spring salad.

Spring Island Salad
Collect the tops of young leaves from winter red lettuce,

arugula, kale, rapini and green onions. Rinse and tear them

into small pieces. Make a dressing from orange juice, olive oil,

balsmaic vinegar, pepper, oragano and a pinch of salt.Toss the

salad and sprinkle with chopped dried fruit and fresh flowers

such as violets or hyacinths. Serve immediately. 0
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